Private health care in South Africa: should the unions intervene?
The South African state's policy of privatization of health services has led to deterioration of public-sector health care and increased costs of access to this sector. This has generated an increasing demand for private health insurance among the predominantly black organized working class. These demands pose a dilemma for the progressive trade unions; negotiation of private-sector health insurance will have deleterious consequences for the equity and efficiency of the health services in general. Current trends in the private health sector also indicate that rapid cost increases will make most regular insurance packages unaffordable to the majority of workers within a few years. On the other hand, trade unions are obliged to meet the material demands of their members, and to intervene to stem the flow of individual workers to the private health sector. This article describes these trends, and the authors argue the case for intervention in this process by trade unions, in the form of union-negotiated and union-controlled "managed care" schemes. Such schemes will allow for the delivery of an adequate and appropriate package of health services at affordable rates. Union control will also allow for such structures to become the building blocks of a future national health service, and for incorporation into that service. Finally, the political implications of such interventions are addressed. The authors argue that the potential for undermining broader political campaigns and for creating divisions within the working class are important problems, but that many of these may be overcome through appropriate interventions.